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Chapter One





“I shouldn’t have killed him,” Paige admitted into the phone, even though she didn’t really regret what she’d done. Honestly, she couldn’t stand one more second with Hans. He needed to die. She didn’t have a choice—not if she was going to keep her sanity. “Hindsight is twenty-twenty, right? And it won’t ever happen again.” Paige lightly chuckled, trying to brush off her blunder as if to say, No big deal, right?

“That’s for sure,” Kaylor, Paige’s editor, squeaked back. “I’ll make sure of that. You pull a stunt like that again, and we’re both toast. Blacklisted. Banished from publishing forever. Poof! Our careers, gone! No one will remember our names. Vanished into the ether!”

Paige raised a brow, taking in Kaylor’s dramatics. At twenty-five, Kaylor was twelve years her junior, and sometimes Paige wondered if they’d been born on different planets. Thirty-seven felt light years from Kaylor’s boundless energy and overuse of the word “slay.” Not to mention, in the month they’d been working together, Kaylor had shot down every new story idea Paige had come to her with. They didn’t see eye to eye. Unfortunately, right now, Kaylor was all Paige had.

“I had a lapse of judgement,” Paige mumbled, referring to Hans, the FBI agent she’d killed off in the last book of her Love, Lies & Alibis series. “I was just . . . done writing him.”

“You were done writing the fan-favorite love interest of your ten-book series, so you blew him up with a booby-trapped margarita machine at his sister’s beachside wedding?” Kaylor’s voice escalated with each word. “Do you have any idea how unhinged that is? You write romantic suspense. You’ve been building a romance between Tessa and Hans for an entire series. They needed a happy-ever-after. Not a deadly explosion! How did you think your readers were going to react?”

Paige winced, gripping the phone tight, knowing Kaylor was right. In fact, she was even surprised when her revisions were approved by Windy City Press. But after Paige’s longtime editor—her mentor and friend—took a leave of absence to be with her sick mother, Paige slipped through the cracks . . . and made a colossal mistake. Before her manuscript went to the last round of edits—the proofreader—Paige rewrote the last chapter. Which was how her death-of-a-hero revisions made it past editorial and thoroughly pissed off her entire fan base.

“It wasn’t just a margarita machine,” Paige explained, trying to get through to Kaylor. “It was rigged by the cartel! And tied into the subplot about Hans going undercover to take down—”

“I read the book,” Kaylor interrupted, sounding exasperated. “Which I loved until the last chapter. I still can’t believe nobody caught your last-minute changes before publication.”

Paige sighed, pacing the polished floors of the Chicago Field Museum. She turned and strode back toward the wooly mammoth display, her sneakers squeaking in the busy hall. “It was a stupid decision,” she admitted through gritted teeth. “But I couldn’t let Hans live! After ten books of brooding, staring into the distance, and refusing to admit his feelings, he reminded me too much of my ex . . . but with a better jawline.” Paige didn’t add that Hans was quite literally based on her ex-fiancé, Derek Han. When she’d started writing the series, she’d been in love. Or completely naïve. She wasn’t sure which. “If I had to write one more scene of him smirking while dodging bullets, I was going to lose my mind.”

Kaylor didn’t miss a beat. “He reminded you of your ex, so you killed him with frozen margaritas and a fiery explosion?”

Paige groaned, pacing again. Rubbing her temple, she avoided a pod of strollers as she neared the gigantic T-Rex skeleton. “It’s not the worst way to die, you know?” She stopped, looking up to admire the ancient fossil that loomed over her. The Tyrannosaurus Rex was one of her favorite displays at the museum. Its open mouth, razor-sharp teeth, and massive skull entranced her. Crouched over a wildebeest skeleton, enjoying a feast, she could practically hear it roar. That looked like a bad way to die. A margarita explosion was tame in comparison. “I wanted to clear the way for a new love interest in book eleven.”

Kaylor snorted. “There won’t be another book. The Internet almost tracked you down and burned you at the stake. You’re lucky Windy City Press only put you in literary purgatory instead of completely terminating your relationship with them.”

Paige closed her eyes and took a breath. She was in purgatory. Her publisher had already paid her an advance for book eleven, which she needed if she wanted to keep her apartment and eat anything other than ramen noodles for the foreseeable future, especially since her royalties for Love, Lies & Alibies were bound to dry up. In order to keep her advance, she needed a new story idea approved by the end of the month. Which was three days away. And Kaylor had already shot down a dozen ideas.

“Okay, hear me out,” Paige started, mentally amping herself up for another pitch. “Indiana Jones meets The Notebook.” She waved her hand through the air, as though she’d just completed an amazing magic trick, even though Kaylor couldn’t see her.

Kaylor was silent for a beat too long. “You really need to start using current comps.”

“Current comps?” Paige gasped. “Indiana Jones and The Notebook are classics. Everyone loves them!”

“That’s a broad statement.”

Paige huffed in disbelief, but was determined to get Kaylor’s approval. “Okay, but you’ve seen both movies, right?”

“Yes. Even though I cringed through most of Indiana Jones. Weren’t there acting coaches in the 1900s?”

Paige pressed her lips together, forcing her mouth to stay quiet and not chastise the career-lifeline on the other end of the phone. Later, she’d work on expanding Kaylor’s narrow horizons. After she approved a pitch.

“Can you picture what the two movies might look like mashed together?” Paige asked, not able to stomach the thought of another rejection. This was the first idea she’d had in the past month that she’d truly been excited about.

“I’m listening,” Kaylor replied, giving Paige a small surge of hope.

“I’m thinking of a dual-timeline, with adventure and a love story, and lots of heart.” Paige’s words tumbled out fast. “Present day, there’s a modern heroine—think sharp, witty, but a little lost—who’s struggling to find her footing after getting dumped, fired, and finding herself homeless on the same day.”

“Hmm,” Kaylor replied, sounding bored. Paige caught the click-clack of a keyboard in the background which meant she had about thirty seconds before completely losing Kaylor.

“With no other options, she goes back to her hometown, to live with her estranged mother while getting back on her feet,” Paige quickly continued. “She and her mom have to move her grandma into an assisted living center. During the move, the heroine discovers her grandmother’s journal, which tells the story of how Grandma and Grandpa fell in love. The heroine and Mom read some of the journal to her grandma every evening. Reading and reliving the story brings the women close again, strengthening their bond. And the love story ultimately gives the heroine renewed hope—in love and life.”

Kaylor let out a considering hum. “Okay, I’m halfway intrigued. But where does the Indiana Jones part come in?”

Paige eyed the T-Rex’s jagged teeth, as if their sharp tips gave her courage. “The story flashes back to the 1940s, to tell the love story of the grandma and grandpa, which was ignited during the hunt for a missing ruby necklace. Picture a roguish archeologist. Charmingly arrogant, ruggedly handsome. And unwillingly teamed up with a refined, whip-smart journalist to find a valuable necklace and keep it out of enemy hands. There’s danger, forbidden romance, and a daring escape, all on the way to finding love.”

“Not bad,” Kaylor said, like she was mulling over the idea.

“Not bad?” Paige bounced on her tiptoes. That was the best reaction she’d gotten out of Kaylor yet.

“It’s just that—” Kaylor hummed like she was reconsidering her comment. “What’s the big wow factor here? Why this story over another romance with high stakes or historical elements? We have so many amazing books coming out next year, and like a million more in the slush pile. What’s going to make your story stand out? Especially after your last book’s flop?”

“I’m glad you asked.” A rush of adrenaline pumped through Paige as she prepared to drop the best part of her pitch. “The 1940s’ love story will be based on a real love story.” Paige paused for dramatic effect, savoring the silence on Kaylor’s end of the line and the fact that she hadn’t snapped back with a sharp “no.”

“The Chicago Field Museum just opened a new exhibit called ‘Jewel of Love,” Paige continued. “It showcases a collection of jewels discovered by an archeologist and journalist in the 1940s. There are pictures and news clippings. And the pieces are stunning—emerald rings, sapphire bracelets, even a diamond brooch that could blind you in the right light. But there’s an empty display case in the center of the exhibit. For the ruby necklace.”

“Like, they never found the necklace?” Kaylor asked. The sound of her typing halted.

Paige bit her lip. She finally had Kaylor’s full attention. “Oh, they found it. There are photos in the exhibit to prove it.” Paige thought of the black-and-white newspaper stories she’d perused today, which displayed the beaming faces of the couple. He in his dusty fedora. Her in a bob and pin curls. The ruby necklace pooled in their cupped hands. “But last year, before the archeologist passed away, he hid the necklace somewhere in Chicago and left a series of clues for someone to find it. The first clue is a handwritten note, displayed in the museum exhibit that opened today. And guess what?”

“What?” Kaylor asked succinctly, her voice heightened.

“I solved the first clue and found the next one!” Paige sucked in a breath and glanced over her shoulder, making sure no one was eavesdropping. Much quieter, she added, “I found it tucked in another display, in a separate hall. I have it.” She patted her crossbody purse, where the envelope hid.

“You’re serious?” Kaylor sounded half shocked, half enthralled. “You found a clue to an actual treasure hunt? Like, for a real ruby necklace?”

“Dead serious,” Paige replied in a low voice, as if she were revealing classified information. “I’m going to follow the trail, clue by clue, until I find the necklace. That’s the hook. The entire marketing campaign for my book will revolve around this real-life treasure hunt. By the time the book comes out, everyone will know about the necklace, the adventure, and the love story that inspired it. The press will eat it up.”

“Okay, I’ll admit, that’s interesting. It’s risky, but if you can actually find the necklace—”

“I’ll find it,” Paige cut in, her confidence building. She wrote romantic suspense for a living. Each manuscript was like piecing together a puzzle from a blank page. She could do this. She could solve the mystery. She had to. “While I’m finding the clues, we can tease the story, build buzz, and get readers invested in both the hunt and the book. This is my redemption arc, Kaylor. I’m going to make everyone forget about Hans and the margarita explosion.” If she didn’t, she’d have to get another job, just to pay her bills. And Paige really didn’t want to go back to copy editing or waitressing, just to make ends meet.

“It’s the best idea you’ve had so far,” Kaylor admitted dryly. “Let me run it past the team in the morning, and I’ll let you know if they’re willing to take the gamble.”

Paige let out a whooshing breath. Her shoulders dipped with released tension. “Thank you.”

Ending the call, Paige reached into her crossbody bag. She tucked her phone away and retrieved the envelope she still couldn’t believe she’d found. Staring down at it, she ran her thumb over the broken red wax seal. The clue inside would save her career, allow her to keep her advance, get her next book deal, and win back her fans. Considering what rode on a yellowed envelope and a few handwritten sentences, Paige gulped. Her stomach flipped. Then she realized she hadn’t eaten breakfast in her rush to get to the museum this morning. Holding tight to the envelope, Paige started toward the museum café. She’d get a burger and fries and start grinding over the clue. Grease and deep-fried potatoes would help her think.

But when Paige started walking, her gaze landed on a man in the crowd, heading toward her. Her stomach immediately sank, forgetting the fries.

She stopped in her tracks.

Ethan Cole? Seriously . . .? What was he doing here?

Paige recognized Ethan immediately, even before his signature leather bomber jacket came into full view. His sandy blond hair was effortlessly mussed—like he had a stylist on speed dial that specialized in the “just rolled out of bed” look. His shiny aviator glasses reflected the sunbeams streaming down from high, arched windows, and he carried his tall frame and broad shoulders with the confidence of someone who knew he was turning heads. Which he was. Several museum-goers had slowed their pace to take a second glance as he passed.

Paige hated how annoyingly attractive he was. And how he knew it.

What are the chances I’d run into this guy today?

Paige sucked in a breath, not sure what to do.

Sharing the same publisher made it hard to avoid Ethan forever, but she’d done a good job so far. Paige wasn’t ready to see him. Not after his Twitter insult. His cutting tweet about her last book still stung.

Guess we learned margaritas aren’t just dangerous after the third round. RIP Hans. You deserved better.

She rolled her hands into fists as she remembered his post—and the bajillion likes, comments, and retweets. Considering how good it would feel to take a jab at his pretty face, Paige opted to retreat. Fast. Today was not the day to punch Ethan Cole. Her publisher wouldn’t accept more bad press. Instead, Paige bolted forward and ducked behind one of the columns that framed the museum’s central hall. Certain she’d escaped an unwanted encounter, Paige peeked around the towering column, curious about where Ethan was going. She gasped when she discovered he was still walking straight toward her. Like she’d called to him.

“What the—?” she whispered to herself. Had he seen her?

Turn around! Go away!

Ethan’s confident stride was quickly closing the distance, and just as Paige considered dropping to the floor and somersaulting behind a mom pushing a baby stroller, he stopped—his pathway blocked by a few very excited fans. A teenage boy presented a copy of Ethan’s book Zero Hour, and a woman stood beside the teen, likely his mom. They both overzealously praised Ethan, throwing out phrases like “best book ever” and “I couldn’t put it down” and “can’t wait for the movie to come out.” When the mom said something about the hero making her swoon, Paige pressed her back against the column, wanting to sprint off. She rolled her eyes so hard she felt it in the back of her head.

“Would you like me to sign your book?” Ethan asked, dripping with confidence. The woman squealed like he’d offered her a wad of cash. Paige imagined Ethan’s head inflating like a hot-air balloon, threatening to whisk him away.

“That’d be great!” the teenage boy exclaimed. “Can you make it out to Will?”

“Oh no! I don’t have a pen,” the mom added, sounding incredibly worried. “I lost the one I had in my purse.”

“I’ve got one,” Ethan replied, easy and way too cool. “I carry a twelve-point felt-tip marker. It makes for the cleanest signature.”

Both mom and son sounded very excited by this piece of information, but Paige rolled her eyes again. Then she repeated his words in a mocking whisper. Of course, he’d carry a marker to sign books. He probably stashed it next to a backup pair of aviators and a can of pomade for his hair, all hidden in his leather jacket.

“Here you go,” Ethan said, likely handing back the book. “Thanks for being a fan. I couldn’t do it this whole writing thing without you.” Then he plugged the movie coming out based on his book, and Paige went into full whisper-mock mode. Her head swung back and forth like a bobblehead on a car’s dashboard. She even waggled a finger.

When the conversation stopped, she was thankful. Just the sound of Ethan’s voice had irritated her to her core. She needed that burger and fries now more than ever.

After a deep breath, Paige rounded the column, ready to leave the thought of Ethan behind. Instead, she slammed face-first into a chest of leather.








  
  

[image: envelope with heart seal]

Chapter Two





Ethan didn’t expect to see Paige Moon at the museum today. He didn’t expect her to thump right into his chest, either. 

One second, she’d been lurking behind a column, her reflection in a nearby window giving away her hiding spot and exactly how she felt about him. The next, she’d rounded the white pillar with all the grace of a startled baby giraffe. When she collided head-on with his chest, Ethan had been nearly as surprised as she was.

“Holy brick wall!” Paige stumbled back. Her wide brown eyes darted up, and her sharp gaze flickered with recognition and annoyance. She clutched at her purse like he’d been the one to jump in her path, and for a second, Ethan forgot what he’d walked over to say.

“Easy there.” He instinctively grabbed her shoulder to steady her but she shot him a glare that made him consider raising a white flag. He immediately dropped his hand. “Didn’t mean to get you all wound up.” His comment came out more sarcastic than he’d intended, especially since he wanted to make amends.

When he’d spotted Paige in the crowd, Ethan thought it was time to break the ice, to apologize for his tweet. He’d been out of line. It didn’t matter that she’d taken a shot at him first, refusing to blurb his new book. He shouldn’t have commented on her writing choice, especially publicly. Who was he to criticize? He’d been trying to write the first chapter of his next book for the past two months. At least she’d finished another book.

“Wound up?” Paige blinked at him, irritation cementing in her stare. “Maybe you should watch where you’re standing. I didn’t even see you there.”

“You didn’t?” Ethan tilted his head, questioning her lie. “Because it looked like you were practicing your best impression of me a minute ago. Not very accurate or convincing, by the way.” He cocked a brow at her.

Paige stiffened. “What are you talking about?”

He nodded toward their reflection in the window, where he’d watched her roll her eyes and mimic him. Seeing her so animated had been . . . unexpected. He’d only ever known Paige Moon as the polished, poised writer with a reputation for icy confidence. But in those exaggerated gestures, he’d glimpsed someone much less composed. Someone who clearly hated his guts.

And oddly, Ethan found himself both irritated and amused.

“I saw the entire show in the window,” he said, and Paige turned. Their gazes connected through the reflection of the shiny glass, and Paige’s mouth popped open briefly. For a moment, she looked genuinely surprised. That was satisfying, at least.

Then she whirled back to face him.

“I wasn’t mocking you,” she replied, her voice an octave higher than usual. But her cheeks flushed crimson, giving away the truth.

“Oh, no?” Ethan folded his arms, but fought back a chuckle. Paige Moon was a terrible liar. But her defiant confidence strangely amused him. “So, the dramatic eye rolling, head bobbing, and repeating of everything I said wasn’t directed at me? My mistake.” A smirk landed on his lips. It seemed to fluster her even more, because she crossed her arms and glared at him.

That was when Ethan noticed the envelope in her hand.

His heart stuttered at the sight of the red wax seal. For a moment, he thought he might have imagined it, but no—he’d recognize that mark anywhere. The crest, delicate yet bold, was his family’s. His grandparents had used it on every card, every letter, for as long as he could remember.

A pang of nostalgia hit him, sharp and sudden. He could picture his grandfather at his desk, carefully pressing the seal onto an envelope. “A letter should always feel like a treasure,” Grandpa had said with his signature wink, handing Ethan the wax-stamped envelope containing one of his famous riddles.

Ethan swallowed hard, the memory as vivid as if it had happened yesterday. The seal was more than just a mark. It was a symbol of his grandparents’ love, their shared adventures, and the legacy his grandfather had intended to pass down. But it wasn’t just that. It was the last link to the man who had taught him to dream big and seek the extraordinary in the world.

And now Paige Moon was clutching it like it was hers to claim.

“What—” Ethan stammered, his voice tight. “What is that?”

Paige’s eyes flicked down to the envelope, and a split-second decision flashed across her face before she tucked it under her arm, hiding it like a squirrel guarding its last acorn. “None of your business.”

Ethan blinked—once, twice, three times—doing his best to look unimpressed as his mind whirled. “Is that the second clue? From the Jewel of Love exhibit?”

Paige’s brow furrowed, like he’d thrown her off her defiant path. “What?”

“Where’d you find it?”

Paige hesitated, her mouth open, and for a moment, Ethan thought she might tell him. But then she squared her shoulders and her expression hardened. “I don’t owe you any explanations.”

Ethan tried to keep his cool, but his chest tightened as memories of his grandfather flooded back. The clues were supposed to be part of his family’s treasure hunt—an adventure his grandpa had planned before he passed. His grandpa, the eternal explorer, had left behind a series of clues to lead him to the ruby necklace, tying each clue to the love story he’d shared with Ethan’s grandmother. But there had been a mistake in the will, and the first clue had ended up in the museum’s collection.

Ethan had come to the museum today for the first clue, hoping it would lead him to the next one, so he could recover his family’s story and history. He’d spent the last few hours combing through exhibits, studying every plaque and artifact, trying to connect the dots of his grandpa’s riddle.


In the wild, not all jewels are stone, 

some are worn, some are shown. 

Seek the creature whose crown is bright, 

hidden where day turns to night.



But if Paige had the envelope, that meant she’d found the second clue before he could.

And she was the last person who would do him any favors.

Ethan pointed to the envelope, which was still tucked under Paige’s arm. “I saw the seal. It’s the same as the one in the exhibit.”

Paige’s eyes darted to the envelope again, and her fingers tightened around it. She looked like she was weighing her options, deciding how much to reveal. “Maybe I do. What’s it to you?”

Ethan took a steadying breath. How had she figured out the riddle? The words were linked to his grandparents’ love story. He should’ve been able to connect the dots quickly. 

After reading the clue, he’d gone straight to the museum’s Africa wing, scanning every inch of the lion exhibits. A safari in the Serengeti was one of the last trips his grandparents had taken together. Ethan could still picture the pure joy on both of their faces as they told him of multiple lion sightings. He knew they considered a lioness the queen of the jungle, which linked back to the riddle’s mention of a crown. Ethan was certain the second clue was hidden there.

“I’m just curious,” Ethan replied, downplaying how much he wanted—needed—to have the envelope Paige was guarding.

He considered grabbing the clue and making a run for it. She already hated him. He couldn’t make it worse, could he?

Paige huffed a laugh, throwing him off. “Like I’d tell you what this says.” She pulled the clue out from under her arm, waving it at him before stuffing it back in her armpit. “It leads to a ruby necklace worth millions.” Her voice was firm, as though daring him to argue.

Ethan frowned.

“It’s priceless,” he replied, and meant it. To him, the necklace was more than dollar signs. He wanted it back for his grandmother. Paige cocked a brow at his response, and Ethan cleared his throat. “Besides, the necklace belongs to the museum. Even if you find it, you’ll have to turn it in. The police are looking for it too.”

“I know.” Paige shrugged her shoulders, as if this was meaningless information to her.

“You do?”

He must’ve looked at her like she was crazy because Paige took a frustrated breath and added, “I’ll turn it in when I find it.” Her expression hardened, and she squared her shoulders, but a flash of something almost vulnerable flickered in her brown eyes. It quickly vanished. “I’m going to follow the clues, find the necklace, and write a book about the real love story behind the jewels and the riddles. Windy City Press already bought the rights.”

“What?” he asked, exasperated. Paige had sold his family’s story to the same publisher he worked for? “You’ll never figure those out.” He pointed to the envelope still tucked under her arm, meaning to explain that the riddles were related to his grandparents, that no one outside his family would understand them. But Paige’s eyes went wild, and she cut him off.

“I found this one, didn’t I?” She waved the paper in his face. “And I’ll find the others.” Her tone went resolute. “Just you watch.”

Her words hit him like a punch to the gut. Paige was talking about the people he loved. She didn’t know it, but she was claiming their story for herself.

Before he could form a response, Paige slipped the envelope into her purse and shot him a pointed look. “Why don’t you tweet about that, Cole?”

And just like that, she spun on her heel and strode away, leaving Ethan standing in the middle of the museum, wishing he’d kept his thoughts of margarita explosions to himself. With a maddened groan, he pulled his phone from his pocket. His jaw tightened as he thumbed through his contacts, finding his editor’s name. He hit the call button.

“Ethan?” Marsha answered on the second ring. “Tell me you’ve got good news.”

“I do,” he said, his voice firm. “I know what my next book is going to be about.”

“Thank the Lord! I’m just getting ready to go into my meeting. Give me the elevator pitch, quick.”

Ethan glanced toward the museum stairs, where Paige had just disappeared. “Paige Moon and I are about to write the book of a lifetime, together . . . about the real love story behind a missing necklace.”
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Chapter Three





“What? No!” Paige yelped into the phone. “He said what?!” She grabbed the edge of the table and stood from her chair. Half of the rooftop bar looked at her, as though she might spill juicy gossip, but Paige only cared about what Kaylor had just told her. 

“Ethan said you’ll write the book together,” Kaylor repeated, in a tone that screamed What is your problem? “You’re acting like this is the worst thing that’s ever happened to you, but it’s actually brilliant. You should be thanking me.”

Paige sat back down with a thud, her chair scraping against the floor. She barely noticed. Her brain was too busy short-circuiting. “Thanking you? For what? For letting Ethan hijack my book?”

“Paige, come on,” Kaylor said, like she was placating a child. “You wanted a book deal and media buzz. This is it. Ethan’s last book was a bestseller. His fans will eat this up, and so will yours. Do you have any idea what the sales numbers will look like if the two of you team up? This will be a major win for us both.”

“I never agreed to this,” Paige said through an exhale. Not sure what Ethan was up to, she gripped the edge of the table so hard her knuckles turned white. “I don’t care how many copies it might sell. I’m not letting Ethan Cole—Mr. I Got a Book Deal Because I Was a Reality Show Star—turn my book into some ego-fueled circus and dictate the next step in my career.”

“Well, it’s too late for that now,” Kaylor said flatly. “Look, Paige, I get it. I really do. You want to write the book yourself, just the way you want to tell the story. But the higher-ups love this. Ethan’s already cleared his schedule, and they expect you two to deliver a draft by the end of the summer. This is non-negotiable. And it allows you to keep your advance.”

Paige opened her mouth to argue, but no words came out. Her pulse was pounding too loudly in her ears for her brain to come up with another reason why she couldn’t do what they were asking.

“Paige, I’m on your side,” Kaylor added, softening. “But the reality is, Ethan brings clout, and Windy City Press thinks this is a great idea. And you need a win. Just think of it like a marketing goldmine, okay? Write it together, make it good, and once it’s a hit, you can write whatever you want.”

“I, I—” Paige muttered, having so much to say but not being able to get any of it out.

“Glad we’re on the same page,” Kaylor said cheerily. “Gotta run. I’ll email you the contract. Call me when you sign it. Byeee!”

The line went dead before Paige could respond. She peeled the phone from her ear and glared at it, resisting the urge to chuck it across the bar or over the guardrail and down to the street below. Instead, she put it on the table and ran her hands over her face with a groan. Her attention only yo-yoed back to reality when a server placed a fresh lemonade on the table. 

“Your date’s still not here?” the server asked with a polite smile, gesturing to the empty seat across from Paige.

“Uh, no,” Paige replied, her mind twirling. She’d nearly forgotten she was waiting for her blind date to show up. A glance at her phone didn’t show any new messages. “He should be here soon.” Though, at this point, Paige really didn’t care if her date showed up or not.

“Okay, I’ll stop back in a few minutes.” The server bounced to the next table and Paige took a sip of her lemonade, hoping it would cool the fire blazing in her chest. After a few swallows, she decided she needed to leave. She was in no state for idle chitchat. Besides, her date was twenty-five minutes late. She needed to get home, vent to her girlfriends, and figure out this absolutely bonkers mess. Just as she grabbed her purse and pulled out cash to leave on the table, a maddeningly familiar voice interrupted her thoughts.

“Leaving so soon?”

Her head shot up, and there he was. Ethan Cole. Too tall, too handsome, and way too smug for his own good. He was a walking, talking red flag wrapped in a leather jacket. Which, by the way, was a crazy fashion choice for warm summer weather.

Paige’s stomach clenched with the one-two punch of shock and anger.

“I just got here.” He slid into the chair across from her and stared at her—she assumed—because she could only see her irate reflection in his shiny aviators.

Paige blinked, her brain racing. “Are you stalking me?”

He was at the museum yesterday, had the gall to tell their publisher they’d write her book together, and now he shows up at the same bar she’s at? What was this guy up to? But before she could unpack each weird coincidence, a horrible realization struck her like a bolt of lightning.

“Wait,” she said slowly, pointing a finger at him. “You’re not—”

Ethan raised an eyebrow, his expression all faux innocence. He leaned back casually, one arm draping over the armrest. “Not what?”

Was he her blind date?!

Her stomach sank as the possibility hit her, and the first word that tumbled out of her mouth was, “Pineapple!”

Ethan cocked his head at her, clearly thrown off. “Pineapple?”

“Pineapple,” she shot at him again. This time he looked over his shoulder and above him, like she’d shouted Fore! and there was a large, prickly fruit about to drop from the sky. When all he discovered were funny looks from the other tables, he turned back to Paige.

“Are you talking to me?” He jabbed a thumb at his chest.

Paige nodded, before leaning forward and whispering, “Pineapple,” like a threat.

“Are you okay?”

“You’re not my date,” Paige said, sitting back and exhaling a sigh. Her shoulders sank in relief as she added, “At least the universe gave me a break on that one.”

Ethan stared at her, considering her statement. “Wouldn’t you know if I was your date?”

Paige debated whether he deserved one more second of her time. After a few beats, she offered two clipped words: “Blind date.” Ethan didn’t need to know the details—that she used GambleOnLove, a dating app that kept pictures and names private. It matched couples based on answers to an extensive questionnaire. Then, if the couples messaged and wanted to meet, the app picked a location and provided a safe word to confirm identities.

This date’s safe word? A prickly fruit.

Ethan’s forehead wrinkled. “Is your blind date’s name ‘Pineapple’?”

“Yep,” she replied, dryly.

“Huh.” Ethan pursed his lips.

“Why are you here?” Paige waved her hand in a circle, pointing at the bar, her table, her life.

“I wanted to talk to you in person.” Ethan slid his sunglasses to the top of his head, revealing an ice-blue gaze that would convince most women to reveal their deepest secrets.

But not her. No sirree.

His movie star good looks would not affect her.

Paige cleared her throat, breaking her focus from Ethan’s eyes. “You wanted to talk to me?” She squinted at him, wanting to rip him apart for meddling in her writing. “How’d you know I was here?”
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